I
t is sOmetimes said tHat Unlike OtHer ePics BeowuLf dOes not start in medias res, but it does; Beowulf has a backstory, which we are deep into when the poem begins. Most of the backstory is not told in the poem, however, so modern readers may miss it entirely. Then too, the poet may not have known it. The possibility seems unlikely, but that would be one way of accounting for the backstory's conspicuous absence from the poem.
The Iliad presents a similar problem: Did Homer know all the backstories familiar to later readers-the birth of Helen, the judgment of Paris, Achilles's heel, the sacrifice of Iphigenia? How can we tell whether an author knows or does not know such backstories if he or she does not tell them? The situation is a little like detecting dark matter in the universe: the best we can do is try to detect subtle distortions in the matter that we can see.
In the Iliad we do not detect much dark matter; the poem is not, as Erich Auerbach says, "fraught with background" (12). In Beowulf, on the other hand, as in biblical narrative, we sense dark matter everywhere. There are huge gaps in the story. These were the focus of most Beowulf scholarship until 1936, when J. R. R. Tolkien refocused everyone's attention on the monster fights in the foreground. Earlier generations of scholars sensed that much of the meaning of the poem lay in what is happening in the background, even if it is not shown in the poem or even referred to. They were following clues provided in dozens of loosely related texts long identified as the poem's analogues. Thus, for several decades much of the best Beowulf criticism (e.g., Chambers; Malone) took the form of detective work. My argument follows a similar path: I pose many questions and try to untangle such a mess of evidence that it is bound to get confusing at times.
Here is an example of dark matter from the beginning of the poem. In lines [61] [62] [63] [64] Hroðgar is introduced as king of the Danes, the son and successor of Healfdene-but, important to note, his second son. Healfdene's three sons are named in order:
Heorogar ond Hroðgar ond Halga til (line 61)
Heorogar and Hroðgar and Halga good
More than four hundred lines go by before we learn from Hroðgar that Heorogar, his older brother, is long dead:
ða waes Heregar dead, min yldra maeg unlifigende bearn Healfdenes; se waes betera ðonne ic.
(467-69)
Then was Heorogar dead, my elder kinsman unliving, son of Healfdene; he was better than I.
Only after more than two thousand lines do we learn, from Hroðgar again, that his older brother had ruled for a long time before him (2158-62). We are never told how he died, however, or how Hroðgar came to the throne, or why it came to him rather than to Heorogar's son, Heoroweard-although we are told that Heoroweard was conspicuously passed over. Heorogar passed his sword and armor to his brother Hroðgar instead of to his own son: no ðy aer suna sinum syllan wolde hwatum Heorowearde, þeah he him hold waere. No sooner he wished his own son receive it, bold Heoroweard, although he was loyal to him.
Was Heoroweard too young at the time to be king? Was Hroðgar to hold the royal arms only until his nephew was old enough? Has he just added insult to injury by passing them on to Beowulf instead? Royal succession being a major theme in the poem (Hill, "Confession," "Scyld Scefing"; Biggs, "Beowulf," "Politics"), these are not trivial questions, and there are many more like them. Where is this passedover nephew, Heoroweard? Not at Heorot, at least not during Beowulf 's visit. And where is Hroðgar's younger brother, "Halga good"? Also absent it seems, although his son, Hroðulf, is certainly present. Hroðulf never speaks, but he is mentioned as being there, radiating some vague threat. Such gaps and the many questions they generate do not seem to cry out to today's readers, who, following Tolkien, are more enthralled by what the poem does say, taking little or no interest in the analogues. There is quite a difference, however, between reading the poem with the assumption that it is complete in itself-"unified," in the New Critical sense-and reading it intertextually, as part of a cycle of tales. An intertextual reading produces its own aesthetic effects. Among these are a finer sense of the poem's genre, style, and raison d'être and a heightened awareness of the spiderwebbing connotations of what might at first appear to be innocuous, ornamental, or arbitrary details.
Reading Beowulf at the beginning of an En glish literature survey course today, most students find it a spellbinding, if difficult, read. It strikes them as primitive, brutal, folkloric, mythic and oral, and hard to follow, clotted as it is with complicated and obscure digressions and abrupt transitions. In spite of these difficulties, it has great appeal, for it seems to define the Germanic, replete with dark attractions familiar from modern fantasy literature: ship burials and funeral pyres, blood feuds and peace weavers, fratricides and burning halls, broken oaths and cursed treasures, trolls and giants, landscapes of fire and ice, legendary heroes like Ingeld and Sigmund, and dragon fights too; not to mention indomitable Fate-Wyrd-brooding over the whole. Even the poem's perplexing structure, so frustrating at first, can be taken as an ex-290 the Forbidden Beowulf: Haunted by incest ample of Germanic interlace style (Leyerle) . Notwithstanding the poem's muffled but pervasive Christianity, then, which is always hard for new readers to appreciate, it could hardly seem more Germanic.
If we read the analogues, however, it is clear that many elements of the Germanic legendary are absent from the poem. Compared with the Icelandic legendary sagas (for naldarsögur) that treat the same characters, especially Vǫlsungssaga (The Saga of the Vol sungs) and Hrólfssaga kraka (The Saga of King Hrolf Kraki; the Hroðulf of our poem), Beo wulf is the opposite of what it seems at first. Hardly primitive, brutal, folkloric, mythic, oral, and hard to follow, in the context of the analogues it looks restrained, disciplined, decorous, and dignified-composed in an elevated epic style, perhaps by a literate master poet. Students can easily reproduce this critical double take by reading the poem, then the two sagas, then the poem again. The second time around, after the sagas (which really are brutal, folkloric, mythic, and hard to follow), Beowulf is quite a different poem.
I sense that the Beowulf poet suppressed a number of traditional Germanic elements, probably because given his purposes he found them simply too hot to handle. His ability to portray a pagan society without offending a Christian audience has long been thought the defining stroke of his genius, but what price did he pay for such an accommodation? Somehow he manages to suggest the somber dignity of pre-Christian society in its own terms-and yet not exactly its own terms. Compared with the analogues, Beowulf is hardly the consummate Germanic poem; it is a poem struggling to subdue its Germanic nature, to bring it into rough harmony with Christianity. The strain is audible, sometimes even visible on the page-as we will see.
Like Beowulf, all the analogues were written after the coming of Christianity, but they are less timid than Beowulf in portraying the pre-Christian world. Judging from them, we might ask what available traditions the Beowulf poet chose not to use. In a poem so packed with loosely related Germanic traditions that Joseph Harris describes it as a poetic summa, is anything so conspicuously absent that we might safely infer that the poet rejected it?
Some absences are obvious. There are no explicit references to gods or to the mythological apparatus we find in the Eddas. Like "Widsið" ("Widsith") Beowulf imports heroic and historical legends, but not mythical or religious ones. It does not seem possible that the poet or his audience was unaware of the old gods and myths, because Wulfstan and AElfric discuss them. Moreover, critics have noted traces of the old gods and myths in the poem (Davis) ; Helen Damico senses valkyries behind Wealhþeow, and Paul Bauschatz feels the Norns in the poem's time consciousness. All-encompassing and pervasive, mythical systems are hard to suppress.
Less obvious than the absence of gods and myths but even more telling is the lack of any explicit mention of the usual horrors of Germanic folklore so conspicuous in the analogues: rape, incest, cannibalism, infanticide, blood drinking, shape-shifting, metamorphosis of men into wolves or bears, and more. These themes would have threatened the Beowulf poet's Christian, literate, epic ambitions. Also missing are powerful, plotdriving women-such as Gudrun and Brunhilde in Vǫlsungssaga and Olof, Yrse, and Skuld in Hrólfssaga kraka-perhaps because they are incommensurate with the poem's single-minded masculinism.
An important example of Germanic horror is the following story, one of the most widespread, durable, and horrible among the analogues, here told economically by Saxo Grammaticus (c. 1200): Thora, necdum There is certainly nothing in Beowulf to compare with that. And yet, as we will soon see, this story of scandalous incest bears directly on Beowulf 's characters and plot. When we read the analogues, we see that even if the Beowulf poet did know the backstory, he would have had good reason not to tell it, and not just because his audience knew it already. By suppressing it, he would have been sweeping from view some of the most threatening themes in Germanic legend and folklore. Interested as he was in the ancestors, he had no interest in preserving the memory of the most objectionable (i.e., least Christian) aspects of their culture. In spite of his airbrushing, however, the themes he suppresses can still be felt in the poem, sometimes by their conspicuous absence and sometimes by the contradictions and distortions they cause in the poem's textual and critical cruxes.
The Scylding Analogues
An old question well worth revisiting, then: What bearing do the Scylding analogues, which concern the Danish royal house, have on our reading of Beowulf? Theodore An dersson notes that "the correspondence between incidents in the Danish materials and Beowulf was first observed . . . in 1852, and has haunted the handbooks ever since" (131). I would put it more strongly: Beowulf is haunted by these analogues, and much of what is disturbing about the poem is due to this haunting. The poem is disturbing in many ways, among them the feeling one gets after long familiarity with it that something is missing, that something important is not said-or, as Freud might say, that something is repressed.
The Scylding analogues we are concerned with are distributed over several centuries in several languages. The most extensive and most provocative of them-unfortunately also the latest-is Hrólfssaga kraka, written around 1400. Despite its late date, probably half a millennium after Beowulf, it is among the most folkloric and antique story cycles in the whole saga corpus. Its relevance to the much older Beowulf is manifest even if oblique, for, as we have already noted, its hero, the quasimythological Hrolf, is the character known in Beowulf as Hroðulf, the silent, threatening nephew of King Hroðgar. Beowulf students perk up when this connection becomes apparent. More stories about the same characters? Those have to be interesting.
Let me quickly itemize the other Scyl ding analogues. Some of the episodes in Hrólfs saga kraka survive separately in poems known as the Bjarkarímur, from around the same late date. Almost as extensive as these is Saxo Grammaticus's account of the Hrolf story in his Gesta Danorum, from two centuries earlier, around 1200, a bit of which we have just read. Incorporated into Saxo's work is an even older Scylding saga, now lost, known to scholars as the Skjöldungasaga; parts of it are preserved by Saxo, and a Latin summary of it survives from the late sixteenth century. Also preserved by Saxo is another lost version of the story, the Bjarkamál, a poem from around 900, roughly contemporary with Beo wulf, parts of which have been preserved in Snorri Sturluson's Edda, from around 1220. In addition to these witnesses, there are two Latin works from the late twelfth century, Sven Aageson's Historia regum Daniae and "The Little Chronicle of the Kings of Leire" from the Annales Lundenses. Another group of analogues is of special interest to AngloSaxonists: much of Beowulf 's account of Scylding history is supported by royal genealogies in Old En glish, Latin, and Old Norse, from as early as King Alfred's day, around 855. And last but not least, we have the two Old En glish poems "Widsið" and "The Finnsburg Fragment," so relevant to Beowulf that they are included in many editions and translations of it. Along with the genealogies, these two poems appear to be the earliest of the analogues, perhaps even predating Beowulf.
The classic discussion of the Scylding analogues is Axel Olrik's magisterial The Heroic Legends of Denmark (1903) , and the new edition of Klaeber (Fulk, Bjork, . The analogues are easily accessible, then, but we should not underestimate the complexity of their relations to one another and to Beowulf. A chart in Walter Berendsohn's Zur Vorge schichte des Beowulf (1935) bravely attempts to map them (vertically from the sixth to the sixteenth centuries, horizontally as they pass through Gautland, Denmark, Germany, England, and Iceland [ fig. 1 
]).
All these analogues are variants of one another, to some extent; all are drawn, ultimately, from the same wide pool of Germanic oral traditions. In them the same stories about Healfdene, Hroðgar, Halga, Hroðulf, Froda, Ingeld, and Eadgils (to use the spellings found in Beowulf ) are told over and over again, though with variations. For example, in several of the analogues Healfdene and Ingeld (or sometimes Froda) are brothers, whereas in Beowulf they are not; but in either case they are at war. According to Saxo, Healfdene killed Froda; in the Old Norse versions, Froda (or Ingeld) killed Healfdene. All we are told in Beowulf is that there is an old feud in progress and one day Ingeld will attack Hroðgar. The poem gives no hint of the feud's cause or its outcome but does add an interesting variation: Hroðgar will give his daughter to Ingeld in an attempt to settle it. Beowulf predicts the failure of this plan, but if we want to know the outcome of the feud, we will have to read another analogue, "Widsið." Another variant is that in most sources Eadgils takes the Swedish throne from his uncle Onela with the help of the Danes, whereas in Beowulf it is the Geats who come to his aid.
The stories are alike in a general way, then, but vary in the details of exactly who does what to whom. There are underlying principles that help account for the metamorphosis of variants over time and in different places. Olrik discusses them in his introduction to Heroic Legends and also in another book, Principles for Oral Narrative Research. From our distance, however, the process looks mix and match, like a build-your-own narrative of Scylding history, a long-distance game of telephone lasting centuries, resulting in many seemingly random and confusing variants.
Comparing analogues can be seductive, but it is easy to understate the problems involved. Beowulf is so different from its analogues in style and genre that a casual reader might not even recognize them as analogues. And we can never forget that Beowulf 's account of Scylding history is the earliest extended version we have, perhaps by several centuries, so the analogues cannot be treated as sources; rather, we are obliged to infer lost texts or oral traditions from them. Reading through the Scylding analogues is a little like reading through the international corpus of Arthurian literature, though on a smaller scale. Themes and variations develop over centuries, in several languages and genres. Though it is common to study Beowulf independent of this context, we would not think of studying Geoffrey of Monmouth or Sir Ga wain and the Green Knight without placing them in their larger tradition.
If we do read Beowulf in the context of the analogues, one of the first things we notice is that Beowulf himself does not appear in them and that Hroðgar is only a minor character; contrariwise, the major characters in the analogues (e.g., Hroðulf, Halga, and Ingeld) play only bit parts in Beowulf. The relations of all these stories to one another and to Beowulf are uncertain, then, and have to be established case by case, but the general situation is clear. Beowulf has a broad literary context beyond Anglo-Saxon En gland, where it has always stood out as a singularity anyway. Its uniqueness notwithstanding, Beo wulf enjoys a huge intertext with Germanic legend. Even without visible chains of influence, even if the matrix of oral traditions that once connected Beowulf to its analogues is irretrievably lost, similarities and dissimilarities among the surviving texts can still reveal forces at work in them. For example, Andersson says, "The object of Skjoldunga saga was to resurrect the Danish legendary history of the Skjoldung dynasty. It therefore exhibits the same combination of heroic adventure and quasi history that we find in Beowulf " (146). Beowulf and its Scylding analogues are related, then, somewhat in the way En glish and American folk ballads are, illuminating each other by comparison in spite of the ocean and the centuries separating them.
Dark Matters
Once we have read the analogues, we can hardly resist using them to fill in the gaps in Beowulf 's terse, fragmentary account of Scylding history. But how do we know if that impulse is legitimate? Perhaps we are on the right track if a critical mass of mutually reinforcing readings emerges, especially if they clarify difficult passages. Perhaps then we could describe what pool of oral narratives the poet had available to him. With those thoughts in mind, I have been reading and rereading a number of passages in the poem that seem to beg for knowledge of the backstory.
Yrse and onela
In Beowulf Hroðgar has a sister, Yrse (if that is the missing name in line 62), but in all other versions Yrse is not his sister but his sister-in-law, the wife of his younger brother, Halga-and also Halga's daughter, for she is the scandalous incestuous bride in Saxo's story. In either case-whether she is Halga's sister or his wife and daughter-Yrse ends up marrying the king of the Swedes, identified in Beowulf as Onela (if that is the other missing name in line 62), but in the other versions she marries Onela's nephew, Eadgils.
Line 62 is a haunted crux; we will return to it again and again ( fig. 2) . It is one of the most obviously defective lines in the poem. There is no lacuna, no hole in the page, no smudge, just a single line written in a strong, clear hand but defective in grammar, meaning, length, and meter:
hyrde ic þaet elan cwen.
I heard that ela's queen. What is obvious to one generation of scholars often looks ridiculous to the next.
In Beowulf Halga is absent and presumably dead by the time Beowulf arrives at Heorot. Yrse is also absent. If Yrse is the missing name, and if she is the saga's Yrse-that is, Halga's daughter and wife (not his sister) and Hroðulf's mother-then her absence is easy to account for: she has already married Onela, leaving her son, Hroðulf, behind with his uncle Hroðgar. That was Malone's conclusion, minus the incest. His argument is based primarily on Hrólfssaga kraka, but in all his detailed analysis he never once mentions that in the saga and other analogues Yrse is not only Halga's wife but also his daughter-that is, that Halga married his own daughter and Hroðulf (Hrolf) is the son of their incestuous union. Malone himself, unbelievably, suppresses the incest theme. According to him, the situation in Beowulf is simply this: Halga took a wife named Yrse and then died. Yrse remained in Denmark long enough to be counted as Healfdene's daughter in line 62, although technically she is his daughter-in-law. Then, before Beowulf visited Denmark, she married Onela. That is as much detail as the poem suggests, even if we accept Malone's emendation. The poem never suggests the incest theme.
If we accept Malone's reading, however, and also allow ourselves to be aware of the element in the analogues that he fastidiously suppresses, this is what we see: when Beowulf arrives in Denmark, Hroðgar is already something of a doomed king, since young Hroðulf is growing up in the court, and perhaps-at least perhapsthere is a skeleton rattling in the family closet, as there is in Oedipus's. Of Oedipus's family skeleton we have no doubt, but the best we can say about Hroðulf's is maybe, maybe not. We sense the backstory as an absent presence or, as I have been calling it, a haunting. When something may or may not be real, we sense it as half present and as a source of anxiety. (Fulk, Bjork, and Niles) , and R. M. Liuzza's and Seamus Heaney's translations. It is hard to get rid of Yrse and Onela, because those who brood on all the tangled relationships in the poem find a Yrse-Onela marriage more than just a curious possibility. The Swedish king Onela plays an important role at the end of the poem, even if not a speaking one: it is he who kills Beowulf 's lord, Heardred, and puts Beowulf on the throne, and in due time Beowulf has him killed in revenge. If Onela is married to Hroðgar's sister, the two ends of the poem are interestingly tied together. The link completes the circle of personal bonds holding the royal houses of the Geats, Swedes, and Danes together, with Beowulf at the center, related to everyone. Robert Farrell says as much in his 1972 account of the hero's relationships: "Hroðgar's sister was Onela's queen-a further reason for Beowulf to wish to avoid killing Onela" (24).
Yrse is interesting for other reasons too. The most substantial study of the Scylding analogues since Tolkien is Damico's Beowulf 's Wealhtheow and the Valkyrie Tradi tion, two chapters of which are devoted to the Yrse of the analogues-not Halga's sister, but his daughter and wife. According to Damico, Yrse was the poet's model for Wealhþeow. That sort of analysis was so out of fashion fifty years after Tol kien, however, that Andersson does not even note it in his survey of analogue studies. As a student I found all these hints and clues tucked away in footnotes and genealogies tedious in the extreme. When Damico's book appeared, I, like Andersson, skipped the dense chapters on Yrse. I was under Tolkien's spell, focused on the monster fights. Now, years later, the same clues are fascinating.
The Hroðulf Problem
The most debated example of applying the Scyl ding analogues to Beowulf is the story 296 the Forbidden Beowulf: Haunted by incest of Halga's son, Hroðulf. In her great speech, Hroðgar's queen, Wealhþeow, demands that Hroðulf, rather than Beowulf, succeed her husband, or at least that Hroðulf protect her sons until they are old enough to assume the throne (1178-83). Readers of Shakespeare's histories have a right to think her crazy, and the poet too remarks rather darkly of Hroð-gar and Hroðulf, Þaer þa godan twegen saeton suhtergefaederan; þa gyt waes hiera sib aetgaedere, aeghwilc oðrum trywe.
(1163-65)
There the good two, sister's son and brother, still sat at peace together, each true to the other.
The ominous note is "þa gyt" ("still"). Should we assume the worst? Perhaps, for in the analogues when Hroðulf succeeds to the throne he kills his cousin Hreðric (Hroðgar's only son in the analogues), only to be killed later by his other cousin, Heoroweard (the son of Heorogar, Hroðgar's older brother). Actually, if we examine the analogues more closely, the situation seems less clear. As Chambers says, "[B]y rather complicated, but quite unforced, fitting together of various Scandinavian authorities, we find that Hroðulf deposed and slew his cousin Hreðric. . . . It is difficult, perhaps, to state this argument in a way which will be convincing to those who are not acquainted with Saxo's method of working" (26). But to Chambers, at least, the situation is as clear as day: in Beowulf the cousins are destined to battle it out. C. L. Wrenn, in his 1957 supplement to Chambers's book, is just as certain (426-27). Niles complains that this story "has been repeated so often that it has come to take on the semblance of fact" in Beo wulf criticism. "Historicist fallacies concerning Beowulf are hard to kill," he says ("Myth" 226). (There are many ways of saying the poem is haunted.) In Beowulf: The Poem and Its Tradition Niles says, "I am not sure that one should make an issue of what the poet chooses not to say. . . . Either the poet did not know of any future treachery on Hrothulf 's part or he chose to suppress the theme" (175). What the poet chose to suppress, however, might be well worth knowing.
Mitchell also weighs in on the debate about Hroðulf and his cousins: "As I read them, the adduced analogues do not prove the story." By "prove the story" Mitchell must mean either that the analogues do not say what Chambers claims or that we cannot prove that the poet knew the analogues or if he did, that he thought them relevant to the story he was telling. To prove this point, Mitchell adduces "the fact that Hrothulf was already co-ruler of the Danes with Hrothgar" (12-13). No one, however, could claim from the evidence of Beowulf alone that Hroðulf is co-ruler with Hroðgar. This "fact" of Mitchell's is based on Klaeber's assertion (xxxii), which is based in turn on Olrik's (Heroic Leg ends 13). Hroðulf's co-rulership is a common assertion in the older criticism, but only readers of "Widsið" could think it at all, much less think it a fact. Many facts about Beowulf, it seems, depend on analogues. Here Mitchell adduces one fact to discredit another.
"Widsið" is the earliest of all the analogues and so the closest to Beowulf. It draws from the same pool of traditions, but at an earlier stage in their development than the Scandinavian ones do. With its encyclopedic catalog it appears to define what was known of these traditions in En gland at the time it was written. Rather than boost our confidence in analogue study, however, it raises as many problems as it solves. Nevertheless, it is almost impossible to resist relating the Old En glish analogues to Beowulf, as Mitchell's use of "Widsið" demonstrates; likewise, no one hesitates to use "The Finnsburg Fragment" to clarify the Finn episode.
With this problem in mind, let us reconsider the Hroðulf story in Beowulf. As the great hall Heorot is being built, we are told (or at least it is implied) that King Hroðgar's son-in-law will one day attack and burn it. Two thousand lines later we are finally told the son-in-law's name, Ingeld of the Heaðobards. Beowulf imagines the outbreak of the war in some detail, in his speech to his lord, King Hygelac of the Geats, but in "Widsið" we learn something not mentioned anywhere in Beowulf, a crucial but unexpected fact: although Heorot is burned, Hroðgar and Hroðulf win the battle, defeating Ingeld and his Heaðobards. Accepting the testimony of "Widsið" might add weight to the idea that Hroðulf is already co-ruler with Hroðgar and therefore not a threat to him. Then again it might add weight to the opposite thought, held by many, from Malone to Robinson, that Hroðulf is far too powerful a force for the queen to trust as guardian for her helpless sons, because he is unlikely to give up his power to them. For readers like Robinson, Wealhþeow's speech drips with dramatic irony: the audience knows her children's fate, even if she does not. One thing we can say for sure: Beowulf imagines Hroðgar's future disaster in fine detail but never mentions Hroðulf. Perhaps he is unaware of the threat, or perhaps the poet is unaware of it. What kind of evidence can we look for? If we assume that the poet did know the whole Hroðulf story, two more passages demand our attention. Perhaps they will provide the cumulative evidence we are looking for.
Beowulf's Parting words
In his parting words to Hroðgar, Beowulf says that Hygelac will send him with an army if Hroðgar ever needs men, immediately adding:
Gif him þonne Hreþric to hofum Geata geþingeð þeodnes bearn, he maeg þaer fela freonda findan; feorcyþð beoð selran gesohte þaem þe him selfa deah.
(1836-39)
If Hreþric then at the court of the Geats presents his case, there might he find many friends. A foreign land is best sought by one wishing success. There is no reason to assume, however, that Beowulf 's reference to the danger Hroðulf poses to Hreðric must be "unwitting." After all, this is the same Beowulf who predicts the failure of Hroðgar's other plans.
Beowulf's Return to Denmark
At the end of the poem, after Beowulf has died, the Messenger describes Beowulf as þone ðe aer geheold wið hettendum hord ond rice aefter haeleða hryre, hwate Scildingas, folcred fremede oððe furður gen eorlscip efnde.
(3003-07) who once protected hoard and kingdom against haters after fall of heroes, famous Scyldings, who helped the folk, and furthermore behaved like an earl.
This passage is a notorious crux. It would seem that late in life Beowulf protected the Scyl dings-that is, the Danes-against their enemies, "after fall of heroes." It sounds as if he visited Denmark a second time. Declining the complexities that the analogues suggest, Klae ber avoids the issue by emending Scil dingas to scildwigan ("warriors"), noting that earlier editors already suggested Scilfingas ("the Swedes"-the reading adopted in the new Klaeber [Fulk, Bjork, and Niles]) or Sae Geatas ("the Geats").
Mitchell and Robinson, on the other hand, call the passage as it stands a "perfectly appropriate" reference to Grendel and his mother (154). To everyone else, however, it seems oddly misplaced chronologicallyso oddly that Chambers thought it "unintelligible" unless it refers to the story found in the analogues. According to him, the passage tells us that Beowulf came to the aid of Heoroweard in driving Hroðulf from the throne that he had taken from Hreðric after Hroðgar's death. If that were the case, Beowulf would only be fulfilling the promise in his parting words to Hroðgar, to stand with Hreðric when the time came. Chambers also points out that this plot, suggested by the analogues, parallels Beowulf 's plot with the Swedish princes Eadgils and Eanmund to remove Onela from the Swedish throne, which Onela took after Ongenþeow died (448).
That is an awful lot to take in, I know. It takes careful enough attention just to follow the Swedish plot, which the poet has made explicit but which most readers ignore because it is told confusingly during the dragon fight, without adding the extra complexity of a parallel Danish plot, only hinted at in a few lines earlier in the poem. Klaeber is skeptical, dismissing Malone's "elaborate attempt to clear up in detail the dark allusions of this entire passage" on the grounds that "it is doubtful whether such a procedure on the part of the poet would have been fair to the readers" (224-25n). He might be right, but what kind of critical judgment is "unfair"? Once the parallel is grasped, it is not only meaningful but literarily satisfying; suddenly we see deep patterns in what looks at first like social and artistic chaos. This is how the Scylding analogues were studied in meticulous detail by the generation of Beowulf scholars before Tolkien's 1936 Copernican revolution, most notably by Olrik, Chambers, and Malone. Malone's solution of the Yrse-Onela crux in line 62 and his analysis of the Hroðulf question are wonderfully ingenious folkloric detective work-too ingenious by far to convince Klaeber, not to mention more recent, more skeptical scholars. In any case, Tolkien's lecture rendered analogue criticism unfashionable, and according to Andersson it was shut down almost for good in 1970 by Larry Benson's essay, "The Originality of Beowulf." After Benson, Andersson says, "Hrólfs saga kraka has vanished from the docket. . . . Such studies are now too complicated and the correlations too tenuous to offer any edification" (132-33; he ignores Damico). Recent scholarship on the analogues has continued to shy away from the sorts of questions I have been asking. Christine Rauer devotes only a single line to the Scylding materials; Alexander Bruce limits himself to Scyld and Scef, as does Orchard; none of them mentions Yrse. That is how things stood until 2007, when a refreshingly wide-ranging overview of the Scylding materials by Marijane Osborn appeared in Niles's Beowulf and Lejre. She concludes:
The Beowulf poet has so much information about these Scylding kings, apparently in advance of anyone writing in Scandinavia, that he can drop hints about them that we can interpret only by reading the poem in the light of much later material. Those hints are so convincing that . . . scholars are even led to read that other material through the lens of Beowulf.
She also restores the incestuous Yrse to her central role in the story-only to have Niles immediately elide her again (260-61). And that is where things stand today.
Asking the Right Questions
It is surprising that interest in the analogues has faded so completely in spite of Damico and Osborn. Andersson says, "Although Scyl dings and Skjoldungs are easily equated, the narrative analogue never carried great conviction" (132). Like others before him, he rejects especially the most tendentious and seductive parallel, much overworked in early studies, between Beowulf and the bearlike hero who occupies a curiously similar role in many of the analogues, including Hrólfssaga kraka: Boðvarr Bjarki. Like Beowulf, Boðvarr seeks out the Danish court and rids it of a monster who has been haunting it. Jesse Byock pushes the case from the Old Norse side: "The parallels, ranging from shared details to broad plot-resemblances, are significant enough to warrant the supposition that the two stories are somehow related. . . . Beowulf preserves strands of some of the legends that eventually coalesced to form Hrolf 's Saga" (xxv-xxvii). Even Olrik, however, distinguished between the Boðvarr Bjarki material, which is mythological or fantastic (probably Norwegian in origin), and the Hrolf story proper, which is historical and tragic (and Danish, or perhaps En glish, in origin). Back in 1903 he skeptically concluded, "From our present point of view, one may wonder at the modesty of the demands of earlier investigators for establishing proof of relationship: neither Beowulf 's wrestling with the ogre in the hall or in the fen, nor his fight with the fiery dragon are essentially identical with anything in the Biarki story" (Heroic Legends 249). If the two stories evolved separately, it is perfectly possible for Beowulf to have a significant relation with the Hrolf story but only a trivial or nonexistent one with the Boðvarr Bjarki story. In any case, since identifying Beowulf with Boð-varr presents special problems, we will set it aside as we consider the Scylding analogues proper-although we might still ask what it is in the Hrolf story that could have prompted its assimilation of the Boðvarr story.
Boðvarr arrives to help Hrolf, as Beowulf came to help Hroðgar. The saga picks up where Beowulf leaves off, Hroðulf being Hroðgar's immediate successor. Similar stories have grown up around both kings. Malone considered this a folkloric slip-doub ling or reattribution-but we can press the case further. We might ask why this particular dynasty attracted the intensity of a double treatment, what curse might cause two successive Scylding kings to be preyed on by demons, rendering them so impotent that they both require saviors from outside the tribe.
One would never guess it from reading Beowulf alone, but in the analogues the succession from Hroðgar to Hroðulf is one of those successions, one of the sort we find in Oedipus, the Arthur story, and (right in the Danish legendary) Hamlet: not just violent, as most successions are, but incestuous into the bargain. The backstory to the situation that Beowulf finds himself in when he visits Denmark is alarming, to say the least, for the next king's mother, at least in all the analogues, married her own father, the "Halga good" of Beowulf. We cannot know how old that story might be, and we cannot prove that the Beo wulf poet knew it, but the Grottasǫ ngr, a long poem embedded in Snorri's Edda: Skáldska parmál and perhaps as old as Beowulf, contains the earliest mention of Hroðulf in the analogues. Two giantesses say:
"Mölum enn framar! Mun Yrsu sonr, niðr Halfdanar, hefna Fróða; sá mun hennar heitinn verða burr ok bróðir, vitum báðar þat."
"Let us grind still more! Yrsa's son will avenge Frodi on the Half-danes. He will be called her son and her brother. We both know that." ( Edda 109)
If we consider this early attestation of the story, it seems possible that the Beowulf poet was aware of it but simply did not want to tell it. Is there a dark secret in the House of Scyld? Is Hroðulf, sitting quietly in the corner as Beowulf comes and goes, as cursed in his origins as he is glorious in his destiny? If so, the poet is remarkably reticent about saying either. Much of Hrólfssaga kraka is driven by the circumstances of Hrolf's incestuous birth. In the saga, Helgi (Beowulf 's Halga) inadvertently marries his daughter, Yrse, and the hero Hrolf (Beowulf 's Hroðulf) is their offspring. When Yrse discovers that she has married her father, she flees and marries the Swedish king, Adils (Beowulf 's Eadgils) . Adils then kills her father and ex-husband, Helgi, and Hrolf attacks Adils, his mother's new husband, to revenge his father's death. Whereas Beowulf chronicles a war between the Swedes and Geats, the saga records one between the Swedes and the Danes.
What might this ghostly backstory have to do with the monsters in the foreground of Beowulf ? Parallel stories have grown up around the two successive kings and their cursed kingships. Both kings are helpless against chthonic trolls and dragons until help arrives in the form of a hero from outside. The symbolism seems fairly natural and transparent to me. Oedipus meets the Sphinx; Arthur is haunted by his half sister, Morgan le Fay; and Elsinore is haunted by Hamlet's father. In Beowulf the haunting takes the form of a mother-son couple, father unknown. Students regularly ask if there is an "incest thing" going on in the swamp. Hollywood versions of Beowulf are certainly drawn to the idea, and it even crops up in scholarship now and again. Fidel Fajardo-Acosta speculates "that Grendel's mother is Hrothgar's sister and that Grendel is the offspring of her incestuous union with Hrothgar" (57). That line of thought is what Freud would call wild analysis, but it is easy to see what prompts it: the displacement of the incest theme so prominent in the analogues from the Danish kings onto their monstrous nemeses. That, in a much more reasonable form, is Damico's conclusion: "the moral corruption that is at the core of the Yrsa-Hrolf relationship has been transformed and objectified into the monstrous shapes of Grendel and his mother" (113). That is to say, among the many things the Grendels embody, or symbolize, is the incest theme that the poet has suppressed from his version of the narrative.
A preposterous claim, then: Yrse might be crucial to how we read the poem, even though her name never appears in it, except in Malone's far-too-ingenious emendation. And even if we accept that emendation, the incest theme attached to Yrse's name in the analogues seems absent. As Niles says, either the Beowulf poet did not know it, or he suppressed it.
More Incest
I have been staring at line 62 for years, trying to figure out how the poet or the scribe or the scribe's later correctors could have botched the line so badly and then let it stand. Perhaps it is only coincidence that a haphazard scribal error occurred and has been preserved against all odds at precisely this point in the text, eliding the most scandalous element in the po em's legendary backstory. Perhaps. But it is hard to resist a Freudian suspicion. And perhaps it is just another accident that the only other story of incest to be found in the Scandinavian heroic legendary haunts another of Beo wulf 's notorious cruxes. The SigemundFitela digression (875-900) is haunted by Vǫ l sungs saga (c. 1200-70), as Hroðgar's court is by Hrólfssaga kraka. In Vǫ lsungassaga Fitela (Old Norse Sinfjǫtli) is the son of Sigemund and Sigemund's sister, Signy. In Beowulf he is said to be Sigemund's nephew, Sigemund's sister's son, but it is not said that he is also Sigemund's son. In the saga the incest theme is developed at great length: Signy seduces her brother without his knowing, to breed a warrior strong enough to revenge the death of their father-a motive not unlike that of Yrse's mother in Saxo's account and in Hrólfs saga. Like Hrolf, Sinfjǫtli lives with the curse of his parentage. Did the Beowulf poet know about this incest too and choose not to mention it?
The Sigemund-Fitela digression bristles with interpretive problems. One of them is the claim made by the poet on horseback as he races back from Grendel's mere-a claim seemingly unnoticed and usually emended away-that he heard the story he is about to tell from Sigemund himself and that it is otherwise unknown in the legendary, except perhaps to Fitela. In other words, the poet claims to know a new story, authorized by Sigemund. The manuscript reads: welhwylc gecwaeð þaet he fram Sigemunde secgan hyrde ellendaedum uncuþes fela Waelsinges gewin wide siðas þara þe gumena bearn gearwe ne wiston faehðe ond fyrene buton Fitela mid hine þonne he swulces hwaet secgan wolde eam his nefan. . . .
(874-81)
One of them said that he from Sigemund had heard tell many unknown deeds of glory, strife of the Volsung, wide journeys which sons of men knew not at all, feuds and crimes, but Fitela with him, whenever he wished to tell some such, uncle to nephew.
Both the Klaeber and the Mitchell and Robinson editions emend line 875 to "fram Sigemundes" (adding s, changing dative to genitive): "he said that he heard tell of the glorious deeds of Sigemund." As it stands, however, the line reads perfectly well: "he said that from Sigemund he heard tell of glorious deeds." (The Old En glish fram can mean either "from" or "concerning." Here it is usually read "concerning," but it is common in Old En glish to say that one heard something fram someone, i.e., from someone; e.g., fram ðisum sceopum ic gehyrde leoð 'fram these scops I heard songs' [AElfric 23]). Improbable as such a claim to firsthand knowledge might seem to us, it is conventional, being also a notable feature of "Widsið":
Ic waes mid Hunum ond mid Hreð-Gotum, mid Sweom ond mid Geatum ond mid Suþ-Denum . . . It is hard to paraphrase the new story that the poet on horseback tells because it is "not so much narrated as summarized," as Mitchell and Robinson say (77), but this would be my version:
Sigemund had a number of adventures that no one knows about; those we do know about are the ones that he later told to his nephew, Fitela, when they fought giants together. After death Sigemund was best known for killing a dragon, driving his sword right through it into a stone wall. Fitela was not present for that incident. The dragon melted, and Sigemund took its treasures and loaded them into a boat.
Beowulf 's version of the Sigemund story is strikingly different from all the others we have. Perhaps it is what it claims to be, then, a departure from tradition. The Beowulf poet clearly had his own agenda. In some of the analogues, Sigemund and Fitela are father and son; in others, incest is implied. Beowulf is the only text in which they are uncle and nephew only. Has the story in Beowulf been cleaned up? Klaeber thought so: "it may be attributed to the Christian author's desire to suppress that morally revolting motive" (159n). Damico too thinks that in this case, as in the case of Yrse, the poet's "avoidance of the incest motif signifies that some type of self-imposed or general censorship was at work" (113).
Mitchell and Robinson try to have it both ways. They summarize the digression this way: "Sigemund's early adventures with his son (by his twin sister according to the saga, but the Beowulf poet calls him only a nephew) are followed by the dragon slaying" (77). Thus, they acknowledge the incest theme as implicit. They are eager to minimize discrepancies between Beowulf and the saga, but there are discrepancies. By claiming to know a new Sigemund story, the poet almost acknowledges the discrepancies, inviting us to think of the other versions, which then come to haunt his own.
The Textual Unconscious
Looking over the poem's other cruxes, one suspects avoidance, that an uncomfortable motif in the legendary sometimes disturbs the poet's performance. Perhaps these passages are difficult simply because they present textual problems, but perhaps textual problems tend to attach to material of a certain sort. Why should the poem's only mention of pagan idol worship (166-88) be so contested, contorted, and ambiguous? Why the confusion about Þryð, or Modþryð, the murderous queen (1932-62)? Interestingly, Osborn observes that incest is a major theme in the analogues to Þryð's story too (Romancing 27-31), so perhaps that digression is also haunted by incest. In any case, how can the poet write for hundreds of lines at a time in strong, confident, readable verse and then nod just as he is incorporating some offensive bit of Germanic legend into his performance? Is the poet nodding, or the scribe? Does he do it consciously or unconsciously? No matter. The suppressed materials sink into the poem's unconscious, leaving scars and traces on the surface of a text too dignified and defensive to express them more openly.
Paul Strohm says, "The fullest understanding of a text must include attention to what it represses, to the gaps, traces, and other derivatives of a textual unconscious" (165). I have been suggesting from the beginning that Beowulf is haunted by unconscious meanings that the text represses, meanings that the conscious text cannot completely control, that manifest themselves throughout the poem in a symptomology of parapraxis, displacement, and symbolization. I am not suggesting that this repression has produced flaws in the poem, as if it had left behind nothing but symptomatic scarring. Rather, our response to the poem is more richly complex because of it. What I have been calling haunting is a part of Beowulf 's beguiling aesthetic.
In the end, what does incest have to do with Beowulf ? Nothing. And yet Beowulf is what it is largely because it has repressed the idea of incest. In that it resembles its readers, for if Freud is right, and I think he is, most of the demons we wrestle with in the night are also the return of the repressed.
Note

